I. INTRODUCTION
The annual cycling of essential plant nutrients through the plant-soil ecosystem is essential to maintaining a productive agricultural enterprise. Almost without exception the reservoir of inorganic plant nutrients and those temporarily immobilized in various organic fractions within the soil are the prime sources of mineral nutrients taken up by plants during the growing season (Stanford et al., 1973b) . Nutrients must be returned to the soil primarily as fertilizer materials or as organic residues to maintain this cycling. This paper discusses the role of crop residues in maintaining and enhancing the supply of plant nutrients required for agricultural production.
An estimate of the quantity of nutrients returned annually to soils in the United States as residues of common cultivated crops is in Table l . Crop production statistics are from the 1975 Annual Crop Summary (USDA, 1975) . The quantity of residues per ha and their content of N, P, and K are estimates of the authors. The values reported do not include nutrients in crop roots nor those in forage and range products. Hence the total amount of nutrients returned is probably several times greater than the values given in Table 1 . It is significant to note that the quantity of nutrients involved is measured in millions of metric tons annually. Cost of fertilizer required to replace the nutrients contained in
